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Imaginary Friends

Life imitates Life. 
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Planet : Thabit

Grand Antlem : Apus

Grand Kelzen : Neanma(Deceased)

Country : Kainglesh




The Queen’s Silver and Antiques shop alone was proof that the small town of Telafette needed modernization. The shop, like most things in the town, was going on seventy years old. As soon as the children were old enough to leave, most of them did so with enthusiasm, leaving only their now elderly parents and even older grandparents behind with the rest of the relics. That is, if they had the money.

The owner of The Queen’s Silver and Antiques had seen at least two generations of young ones come and go with no complaints from him. Mr. Patrick Boettcher had no patience for young people. He found them uncouth and uncultured. Thankfully, there was little to no appeal to a young person about an antiques shop. 

He didn’t have to deal with them but very rarely, when they came into this store with their grandparents. When there was a child present, Mr. Boettcher watched them like a hawk. 

Not a single, grubby finger was allowed to touch anything their caretaker wasn’t willing to buy. As soon as he saw a child reach for something, he would sharply clear his throat, breaking the stuffy silence in his store, and shoot their guardian a scalding glare—a glare that warned that if they did not intervene quickly, he would. 

He didn’t relax more once it was closing time, not before making his rounds. He would closely inspect every single object in his store, making sure nothing was out of place before retiring to the office in the back. 

His rounds had become more obsessive of late, for just recently something changed : an unforgivable transgression had taken place. Leodale, the leader of the Brassenlo Circus, had been stripped of his clothes and knocked off the shelf. 




One of the finer things the antique shop was host to was a complete collection of authentic Brassenlo Circus dolls. The Brassenlo Circus was one of the kinder things the country of Kainglesh was famous for. In its day, there was no finer show on the planet. The royal family at the time was particularly fond of the circus and when Queen Marie Beauchamp was still a little girl, the circus had its animal performers immortalized in a set of plush toys and presented to the young princess as a gift. 

There was a popular rumor among collectors that the circus commissioned more of these plush toys to sell to the children of the nobility, but were ordered by the royal family to cease production so that Princess Beauchamp would have the only set. Some collectors are quick to wave off this story so that they can assert that any of the dolls in their collection were authentic. Though there was no question if there was more than one set made, completing a set was difficult. 

Mr. Boettcher’s own collection was just short of one animal: the bear. The bear appeared, eventually, and perhaps Mr. Boettcher should have taken more notice to the plush animal that manifested out of thin air. He had merely assured himself that he had acquired it and forgotten about it at some point. He never knew about the shadow that had been born in his antique shop. 




Like all Aeln, Yurt’s life began as a shadow. A small, unassuming shadow sat on a high shelf in the antique shop. From his perch, he watched the old man below stalk the shop. He was not unlike a dragon guarding his hoard. 

Directly across the shadow was another shelf where the prized collection was sitting. There was a sizely wooden plaque with the likeness and name of each animal painted on it. Leodale, the ringmaster, was a lion. Goffa was an elephant. Telfa was a giraffe and Yurt was the bear. Each plush was placed under the painting of its counterpart, with the place for Yurt conspicuously empty. The shadow eyed this space for a long, long time. 

Eventually, he concluded that no one had filled that space because that space was made for him. A stuffed bear had emerged from the shadows and nimbly climbed down the shelves to take his place on the other side. His soft plush feet made not a sound and even the finest china tea set located below was undisturbed by his movement. He had watched the old man for a long time. He knew how to move carefully through the shop. He knew how important it was not to disturb anything.

The following morning, Mr. Boettcher failed to notice, but the Brassenlo Circus collection had been completed. That evening when he checked to see if everything in his store was in order, he failed to recognize the addition to the collection of plush toys. The Aeln stared back down with unblinking, button eyes. Finding everything in order, Mr. Boettcher moved on. The Aeln took the absence of an upset for approval and each time Mr. Boettcher examined the shelf and found nothing out of order, the Aeln would glow with pride. It felt like confirmation of what he had originally assumed. This blank space had indeed been made for him. 

For a while, the silent praises were enough, but eventually, the little Aeln who had become Yurt felt unsatisfied. He was seated at the left of Leodale, the ringmaster. Leodale, Yurt felt, didn’t quite earn that finely tailored coat and dapper hat. He and the other animals were dressed in similar jackets but theirs were not decorated with small, shiny buttons that were meant to emulate the medals. They had their own hats but they were not as tall as Leodale’s. It didn’t take long for Yurt to conclude that Leodale had better clothes because he was the leader. 

Well, who made him the leader? 

After a mutinous, one-sided conversation with the other animals, Yurt took it upon himself to put Leodale in his proper place. That place being the floor. He had crept up behind the lion and snatched the hat right off of his head. The hat was daintily placed on a more fitting perch. He then snatched the back of the coat with unwarranted vigor and twisted it off of the lion plush, casting Leodale to the floor below. Yurt glanced down over the shelf’s edge at his handy work, his stitched smile twitching at the corners. Proudly, he adorned the coat and took the lion’s place at the head of the group. 

The rest of the night passed in quiet triumph that lasted for most of the following day. Inevitably, Mr. Boettcher kicked Leodale while making his rounds. It took him a few moments to recognize Leodale and then in a great rage he stormed to the back room to get a step ladder. When he reached the shelf he was further enraged to find Yurt the Bear was dressed in Leodale’s outfit and sitting in Leodale’s spot. Mr. Boettcher began forcibly removing the clothes from the bear when he realized Yurt’s own uniform was missing. He climbed back down the ladder and searched the floor for the missing uniform and under each table and stand. 

His efforts were in vain and the Aeln quietly gloated from above. He had stuffed his own uniform into the base of a grandfather clock that was standing near the front of the store. The old man would never find it. And indeed, he never did. 

He sat Leodale aside in his office and search fruitlessly for the missing uniform every day. He took out his frustration on any young person that wandered into his shop, child or not. 

As far as Yurt was concerned, these circumstances were ideal. It was not meant to last. As time went on, Mr. Boettcher showed up later and later to the store. Some days, he didn’t show up at all. The Aeln noted this behavior with disapproval. He felt an unease that proved to be warranted. Eventually, the old man stopped coming to the store at all. The front door remained locked and the Queen’s Silver and Antique remained empty for at least a week. 

Just as Yurt was growing comfortable enough roaming the store on his own, two new owners arrived. They nearly caught the little bear serving make believe tea for himself with the fine china. 

Elizabeth Haines and her business partner, Alex Korey, were the new owners of the Queen’s Silver and Antiques. They were both much younger than the old man, fresh out of a prestigious university. The antique shop was not a part of their long term plans but the money would do nicely in furthering those plans along. 

When they opened the doors, they brought with them the smell of autumn and a fresh, cool breeze. It stirred the stale air in the antique shop. Yurt appreciated the fresh air. Korey found him lying on the table where the fine china was being displayed. 

“They said the old man was going senile,” Korey commented, lifting the bear. 

“What’d you find?” Haines asked as she made her way to the office in the back. 

She fished the keys that had been poking out of her purse to unlock the door.

“Looks like he was having a tea party. There’s a teddy bear in here.” 

“Is he an antique?” Haines called.

“Looks like it. Hand-stitched.” 

“There’s a doll in here too!” Haines yelled upon entering the office. 

She plucked Leodale up from the corner of the desk where he had been left. Korey chuckled quietly to himself and looked around for the place where the bear belonged. 

Haines emerged with the naked Leodale in arm. “Are they part of a set?” she asked. Korey grabbed Leodale from her and looked him over.

“I’d say so…” 

When he looked back at the bear in his other hand, it appeared to be scowling. Korey shook his head, startled, before reminding himself the bear had been frowning before. 

“I hope he didn’t leave too many more messes for us to clean up,” Haines sighed. 

“Could use a good dusting in here,” Korey commented, turning and giving a shrug to the entire store. 

“You want to get to that while I clean out the office or?” Haines smiled. 

“I’ll clean out the office. You can do the dusting,” Korey said, setting both of the plush toys down on a table beside him. 

Yurt punched Leodale off of the table. The lion landed silently on the ground but went unnoticed by Haines and Korey, who were both moving to the back office. Though neither of them agreed on who would be doing the dusting, they didn’t pursue that matter further. 

Yurt glared over the edge of the table down at Leodale. Where was Mr. Boettcher? Who were these two? 

He pointed a fingerless paw down at Leodale accusingly, Did you call them here? 

Leodale did not respond. Yurt leapt down from the table and marched over to the lion. He gave it a rough kick that barely turned the plush over on its side. 

“Couldn’t leave well enough alone, could you? Well, I won’t stand for it! If these two are your only back up then I dare say you’ve already lost this battle, friend!” he declared inwardly with a snort. 

Leodale smiled blankly in response. This arrogance deeply offended Yurt. He grabbed Leodale by his foot paw and began dragging him to the front of the store. He brought the lion plush to the front of the grandfather clock and pulled open the glass casing. His missing uniform was bunched in a corner at the very top. No one would ever find it without knowing it was already there. Yurt planned to give the same sentence to Leodale. 

He began to scale up to the top of the clock with Leodale’s foot in paw, but it was too difficult to keep balance this way. Yurt tumbled down and out of the clock. The crash felt a lot worse to him than it sounded, as the plush impact made no sound at all. He growled and tried again, not meeting with any more success. After a third tumble, he bit the back of Leodale’s neck and attempted to drag the lion up the clock while climbing backwards. It was a stroke of brilliance, truly, but before he could properly get started climbing again he heard the office door open. 

The toys came tumbling out of the clock again. Yurt snatched Leodale, clamping a stuffed paw over the lion’s mouth. He dragged his would be victim backwards under a table and out of sight.

He waited under the table with bated breath, listening. He didn’t hear any footsteps. After a few moments, he doubted he had even heard the door. It was too risky to dispose of Leodale right now, he decided. 

He left the plush lion under the table and scampered off. The little Aeln confirmed the coast was clear and quickly scaled up the furniture and back to his high shelf where he belonged. What he had heard before was the sound of the two stepping out of the back for a smoke break. The new managers of The Queen’s Silver and Antiques didn’t emerge from the office for another two hours. 

This would come to reflect the manner in which the two ran The Queen’s Silver and Antiques from that point onward. Unlike Mr. Boettcher, who had diligently guarded the store, the new managers were quite hands off. When only one of them was present, they would sit at the check out counter and do paperwork or reading. 

When it was the two of them, they didn’t leave the back office unless the bell of the opening door sounded. Yurt became quite cross with them over a period of time for they rarely spared him a passing glance. The only attention he got from either of them was when they took him down from his shelf to dust. 

Leodale’s absence went unnoticed. His banishment was eternal. This angered the little plush just as much, for it was a testament to how little attention the new managers paid. 




It was two months after Korey and Haines took over The Queen’s Silver and Antiques that a large truck hauling a trailer pulled up to the store. The trailer was piled with antique furniture. There were two side tables, two chairs and a love seat. A vanity was protectively crammed between the love seat and tables to keep it from falling onto its side. The plush was black on each of them and they appeared to belong to a set. The trim was a hard, red wood that had been polished to the best of the owner’s abilities. Despite his best efforts the furniture was clearly worn and had seen a lot of use. 

The owner was a man named Gregory Wilkins. He was already exhausted after spending the morning loading up the old furniture. His limp hadn’t made the job any easier and this left him no patience left for his young son, Jacob. The two were in sullen moods when they arrived, Jacob having already tested his dad’s patience twice that day. 

It was one of those days where both of the owners were in, meaning they were locked away in the back office. 

Neither of them emerged when the front door bell rang and after a hesitant moment, Gregory called out. 

“Hello?”

Jacob stood unsmiling at his dad’s side. He had been hoping there would be things of interest in the store. Upon first glance, there appeared to be nothing but old people stuff. Jacob sighed. He could tell this was going to be an uneventful outing. They never got to do anything fun anymore. 

The little Aeln watched from above. Both of the Wilkins were in need of hair cuts. The son’s dark brown hair lay flatter on his head than his dad’s. Yurt rolled his eyes as Korey entered the store front. The two managers had returned only twenty minutes prior with coffee and bulky laptops. He doubted very much they were taking care of store business back there. 

“Mr. Wilkins, right?” Korey asked, stepping in.

“Uh—yeah. I called you guys this morning?” Gregory mumbled. 

“I know,” Korey said, walking past Gregory and out the front door. 

Gregory said nothing and followed after him. Jacob didn’t move from where he was standing, content to watch them from the other side of the glass panes. It wasn’t like he could help them. 

Haines emerged from the back room as well and hurried out the front door. Korey was staring at the trailer with a strained grin. Physical labor was not his forte. Haines was not keen on this, as well. Fortunately, Korey had scrutiny at his disposal. Every single stitch and lining would be judged. Gregory was able to pick up on this and drooped. 

In the shop, the little Aeln regarded the boy with scrutiny of his own. Jacob was staring lifelessly out the window. He began to wander away from the window, eyes drifting around the shop before locking onto a shape under a table. 

The abandoned Leodale had been found! Jacob smiled a little, holding the lion doll. It wasn’t as vibrant as the toys he had seen in the general stores. Testing Leodale’s limbs, Jacob found them stiff and unable to move. He could tell it probably belonged to the store. 

He glanced around, trying to place where Leodale was supposed to go. The Aeln was surprised that the child managed to spot their shelf. He thought the boy looked pretty dimwitted. 

Jacob stood under the shelf and stared up. It was far too high for him to reach without a chair. He fetched a fine-looking chair from a table set on the other side of the store. The screeching of the legs along the floor as the boy dragged it caused the Aeln’s fur to stand on end. 

Standing on the chair and on the tips of his toes, Jacob could just barely reach the shelf. He tried to gently push Leodale over the edge. The lion doll was pushed back off the side and fell to the floor. Jacob furrowed his brow and climbed down. Reclaiming Leodale, he tried again. Again, Leodale was sent flying off the shelf. Jacob tried to feel around the top of the shelf for whatever could be in the way. A furry paw began battering his hand. For a moment, Jacob thought there was a cat perched on top of the shelf. A very grumpy cat. 

Jacob’s mind drew a blank when he saw the teddy bear. The stuffed bear peered over the edge of the shelf and glared down at Jacob for his repeated offenses. His brain said he was looking at some sort of cat, or a very strange breed of dog, but his eyes wouldn’t play along. It certainly looked like a stuffed bear was scowling at him. 

Whatever it was, it wasn’t important. Jacob climbed down to reclaim the lion doll again. 

“Stupid cat!” he cursed. 

He then cried out, hearing a crash behind him. He spun around and found the little creature had leapt from the top of the shelf onto the table below. He had nearly knocked some very expensive looking china over in the process. The Aeln took a moment to snatch a cup that was precariously close to the edge of the table and pull it to safety before turning to glare at Jacob. 

It was most certainly a teddy bear. Its fur was a dull beige color and its eyes were large black buttons. He was wearing the red ringmaster’s vest he had stolen from Leodale, but he had left his hat behind. 

The bear pointed an accusing paw at Jacob, “Stop it!” he growled. 

The sound of his voice took him and the child by surprise. The little bear rested his paw over his throat. Until now he had never spoken. Not out loud. His voice was just as alien to him as it was to Jacob. His command came out as more of a squawk. 

Before Jacob could say anything, the little bear recovered and pointed again, “This is MY store! Stop ruining things in here! Children shouldn’t be left unsupervised in MY store!” 

Jacob glared slightly. The awe he had been feeling was quickly replaced with resentment. 

“It’s not YOUR store! You’re just a bear!” he huffed.

“Just—Just a bear?! Are you a fool?! Look at me!” The bear drew himself to full height, which was an impressive twelve inches, and puffed out his chest. “Do I look like JUST a bear to you?!” he demanded. 

Surely, even a child could appreciate the shine of his golden buttons and the brilliant red of his hand tailored coat.

“Well yes, but obviously you’re not. You wouldn’t be talking if you were,” Jacob admitted, “Are you one of those robotic toys? The ones that can learn and stuff?” 

Jacob had seen those toys advertised on the television. They cost thousands of dollars. Even so, he never imagined they would be so advanced. Sure, they were impressive in the commercials, but they didn’t look quite like this.

The Aeln wrinkled his muzzle in a disgusted scowl, “A toy?! Nothing of the sort! I am a collector’s piece! A work of art!” 

Mr. Boettcher always said as much. 

“You’re probably very expensive,” Jacob muttered.

He then crossed his arms, “But I wouldn’t pay a quarter for you!” 

“I’m not for sale,” the Aeln huffed, “You can take that dingy lion instead.” 

Jacob glanced where Leodale had been tossed to, but couldn’t see him from where he was standing. 

“Does he talk too?” Jacob asked. 

“Never heard him say anything,” The Aeln shrugged. 

“Why not?” Jacob asked.

“He probably has nothing worthwhile to say.” 

“It probably just needs batteries,” Jacob muttered, turning away. 

He wandered in the direction Leodale flew off in. Yurt wasn’t quite sure what he meant by batteries so he did not comment. Jacob found Leodale and began searching him over.

“Would you stop touching things? You’re going to break something!” Yurt complained. 

Jacob couldn’t find a battery slot. He turned Leodale over and looked into the lion’s lifeless button eyes. 

No, this one wasn’t made to talk. The mouth couldn’t even open. Jacob cast a stormy glance over his shoulder back at Yurt. The obnoxious bear seemed to be the only model of that kind here. 

“Where are your batteries?” Jacob asked. 

“None of your business.” Yurt replied. 

There had to be an off switch on him somewhere. Jacob thought about asking his dad about it. The reason they had come to this store in the first place was for money. Money had been tight around the house ever since his dad came home from the army. There was no way they could afford a thousand-dollar toy and there was no way this bear didn’t cost a thousand dollars. Maybe even more. 

Jacob sighed. He would have to improvise and by improvise, he meant  to steal. He scanned the store quickly for a bag or net before remembering he had left his backpack in the truck. There was no point bringing it inside for the weekend, he had no homework. 

Jacob scurried out of the store. His dad shot him a look and then returned to his conversation with the lady manager. Judging by his dad’s expression, it looked like he was having a hard time selling. 

The man was walking through the back of the trailer hitched to their truck. He appeared to be examining the furniture closely. Good thing Jacob dusted it all like his dad told him to. It had been boring work, but he was proud of how shiny the wood looked afterwards. The leather couch came out nicely too. 

Jacob pulled open the truck door on his side and it creaked loudly. He winced and glanced back to his dad for a moment. Thankfully, Gregory didn’t seem to notice. He pulled his backpack out from under his seat and carefully returned to the store. He kept himself from watching his dad too carefully. Gregory was quick to sense when someone was eyeballing him. Particularly from behind. 

Jacob carefully pulled the door open. He was relieved to see Yurt had not returned to the high shelf. The bear was now on the floor. He was dragging Leodale under a cloth covered table. Jacob unzipped his backpack and pulled it open. He exhaled quietly and focused himself for the task at hand. He slowly approached the table that Yurt had disappeared under, trying to make as little noise as possible. He stopped in front of the table and crouched low. 

The table cloth hung too far and he could just make out the beige colors of the bear and lion. If he crouched any lower he would be lying on the floor. His hand shot out in a blind grab and he fished out one of the toys at random. Before he could stuff it into his backpack, he noticed he had grabbed the wrong one. It was Leodale. Yurt poked his head out from underneath the table.

“Hey! What are you doing?” he demanded. 

Jacob dropped Leodale and snatched Yurt by the face. Yurt bit him and he let go with a scream. It was not so much from the pain than it was surprise. He plopped backwards onto the floor. Yurt then charged out from under the table and pointed a dramatic paw at Jacob. 

Before Yurt could reprimand him, Jacob lunged forward and attempted to snatch the bear. Quick on his paws, Yurt back pedaled and disappeared further under the table with a gasp. Jacob pushed himself across the floor with his feet, flailing to catch Yurt. Yurt easily avoided the arms and scampered away. Jacob growled. This was going to be a pain. 




Outside, Gregory Wilkins was finding it difficult to communicate with the managers. 

“I don’t understand the problem. I called you this morning, you knew I was coming.” he repeated for the fourth time. 

“There is no problem. We’re examining the furniture,” Haines replied simply. 

Her disinterest couldn’t be more apparent. Her eyes were slightly glazed over and she wore a polite but detached smile. 

“But you won’t be taking any of it?” Gregory clarified. 

“No.” 

“Then why are you even looking at it?” 

“We can’t take anything now. There’s no crew here to move the furniture inside. If you have anything that stands up to code, we will buy it from you when we have staff to take the furniture,” Haines explained. 

“Staff? You don’t need staff. I can just do it.” Gregory insisted, “I’m the one who loaded the trailer in the first place.” 

“We’re running a business, sir,” Haines gently rebuked, “not a garage sale.” 

Gregory held up his hands, “So….what? You want me to haul all of this back here when you have a crew to move it?” 

“Not all of it,” Korey chimed from the back of the trailer, “Just the buy worthy. This vanity is nice. We can take this.” 

The corner of Gregory’s mouth twitched as he almost sneered, “Just the vanity?” he asked, exasperated. 

“So far,” Korey replied. 

Gregory’s gray eyes began to storm over. He had a very expressive face and wore his unhappiness loudly. All the effort that it took to get this junk here and he was being brick walled by a couple of college kids. If he had known the store was under new management, he wouldn’t have bothered to shave that morning, let alone drag every piece of his parent’s furniture out of the house and into a trailer. 

It had been grueling work for one man, let alone one with a limp. He had to keep an eye on Jacob the entire time as well. Gregory stared at Haines for a moment with a pleading stare. 

Cut me a break.

The glassy, disinterested eyes saw nothing. Haines continued to stare blankly. 

“Didn’t you have a kid with you?” she asked. 

“Jacob?” Gregory glanced at the back of his truck. 

There was a window behind the cabin, but even from there, he couldn’t see his small son in the passenger seat. With a sigh, he dragged himself over to the side door of the truck and peered into the window. 

“Must have left him in the store,” he mumbled, not loudly enough for anyone else to hear him. 

With another sigh, he started towards the store front. 




Yurt ran Jacob in circles around the tables and displays. While the little bear was terrified, Jacob came to enjoy the chase. He giggled loudly at the near misses and Yurt squeaked in distress. 

Yurt jumped onto the table of china in an attempt to escape to his high shelf with a loud clatter. A tea cup was knocked over the side. Yurt cried out and dove after the cup. He caught it on the way down and turned so that his fluffy hide hit the floor first. 

His little heart couldn’t take all of this. He wasn’t made for this! He was made to be adored! To be admired from his high shelf! And certainly not to be chased around his own store by a meddling brat! Yurt bore his tiny teeth in annoyance. 

He didn’t hear Jacob so he pulled himself up and wandered to the other side of the table. How was he going to get the tea cup back to its saucer? 

Then he saw it. The worst thing imaginable. 

Jacob had the teapot held high over his head. The boy’s eyes were gleaming and he wore a devilish grin. Yurt was mortified. 

“You! How DARE you! You’re smudging that priceless pot!” Yurt snapped.

“I’ll break it! Smash it to bits!” Jacob threatened.

“NO!” Yurt wailed, “You can’t! You stupid, stupid boy! Do you have any idea what that teapot is worth?!” 

Jacob smirked. He was playing bad guy again. It was his favorite role on the playground.

“If you want your precious teapot, you will do as I say and get in the backpack!” Jacob declared, putting on his villain voice.

“I don’t want to! That bag looks cheaply made and unwashed!” Yurt complained. 

“Then I guess you don’t care what happens to this teapot,” Jacob loudly declared. 

He threw his arms back and made out as if he was going to smash it on the floor. Yurt screamed. It was too much fun and Jacob laughed diabolically. 

“You’re mad! Stark raving mad!” Yurt exclaimed. 

This made Jacob laugh again. Yurt’s ears pressed against his head and he pouted. Where were his useless managers? Where was Mr. Boettcher? Why was Yurt the only competent person left in the Queen’s Silver and Antiques? 

He growled at Jacob. Jacob’s smile vanished. Why did the toy have teeth? 

Yurt glanced around him and called, “Ms. Haines? Mr. Korey! Come back! Someone get this child out of here!”

They were still outside. 

“Ms. Haaaaaaaaaaaaines!” Yurt called again. 

“Stop it!” Jacob demanded, eyeing the door. 

If his dad found him like this…Yurt glanced down at the teacup in his paws. He set it down gently on the floor in defeat. He crawled on all fours to the backpack in a mournful march. 

Jacob hurriedly replaced the teapot with much less care and scooped the bear into his backpack. Just as he zipped in up in triumph, the front door came open and the bell chimed. Jacob turned. 

It was the worst case scenario. Gregory spotted the teacup on the floor immediately. 

“Jacob! What are you doing?!” he demanded, stepping in. 

“I didn’t do anything!” Jacob whined loudly, clutching his backpack to his chest. 

Gregory stormed forward and picked up the teacup, “You know not to touch anything when we go to the store! What is wrong with you?” he hissed. 

The china on top of this particular table was still in disarray from Yurt crashing into them. Gregory made a distressed sound and began hurriedly trying to set everything back where he assumed they went. 

“Oh, you better not have broken anything! We can’t afford anything from a store like this!” Gregory groaned. 

Jacob felt Yurt begin to thrash from inside his backpack. 

“I’ll go wait in the truck—” he said hurriedly and started a run towards the door. 

“DO NOT run in the store!” Gregory barked. 

Jacob slowed down just as he pulled the door open and scuttled out and towards the truck. The managers were now talking together at the trailer. They did not note the child’s shady mannerism in leaving the store. 

Yurt was thrashing now and Jacob could hear muffled speech from his bag. He took long strides to the truck door and pulled it open. He forced his backpack back under his seat with a little difficulty. He could hear Yurt calling him names from in his backpack. 

Jacob climbed into the truck himself and pulled the door shut. He sat alone, uncomfortably aware of all of the noises his backpack was making. He told himself it would be fine. His dad’s truck was noisy. Once it got started, there was no chance he would hear Yurt. He hoped so anyway. 




When Gregory finally emerged from the store, Korey was just jumping down from the trailer. 

“So?” Gregory asked. 

“We’ll take the vanity. Call us ahead of time when you plan to bring it and we’ll get some guys out here to move it,” Korey said breezily. 

“Just the vanity?” Gregory wilted.

Korey nodded obliviously, “Yeah. Make sure to call before you bring it back.”

Gregory shot a wounded glance at the pair’s back as Korey and Haines returned to the store. For a moment, he almost wished Jacob had broken something. He stared at the trailer full of his grandparent’s furniture for a moment. He was going to have to haul all of this back inside again. Fat chance. He’d cover the lot with a tarp. There might be weather damage next time he brought them here, but in the moment, he couldn’t be bothered. 

Good riddance. Gregory dragged himself back to the drivers seat in defeat. Jacob was already buckled up inside, singing something obnoxiously loud to himself. Gregory pulled open his door and grumbled. 

“Would you stop that? I’ll turn on the radio. Sheesh…” he snapped to his son. 

Jacob loudly replied, “It’s stuck in my head!” 

“Keep it in your head.” Gregory snorted as he started up the truck. 

Jacob paused a moment. Relief washed over him. The truck’s engine roared just as it always did. Jacob eagerly rolled down his window. The AC didn’t work in this truck so they often had to ride with the windows down. They could barely hear a thing over the wind once the truck started moving. Victory was his. 








  
  2

  
  
  House without a Home

  
  







The Wilkins were an old family and once, they had a lot of money. The house that Gregory and Jacob now lived in alone once housed the entire family. Three generations of Wilkins had lived in this large, one-story building. What it lacked in height it made up in width. 

Happening upon the place, one could take it for a backwater-themed restaurant buried in the woods a few miles off the main road. Not that anyone happened by this place easily. The only road there was a dirt road that pulled off the main highway at random. Most people driving by understood that it lead to private property, there was no need for a sign out front. 

The house, like the Wilkins family, was a shell of its former self. The boards making up the front of the house had begun to bend outwards and the wood on the porch was softening with rot.

Nothing to say for the inside of the house. Most of it hadn’t been dusted for years now. There were holes in the floor where bold rats made the doors to their own bedrooms. The holes in the walls had come from Gregory. Jacob, personally, hadn’t been bothered with the state of the house until recently. 

It had been a while now since his mother left and his grandparents soon after. The loneliness had set by this point and he could start taking in just how badly he and his dad had it. 

When the truck raddled to a stop, Jacob shoved his door open and pulled his backpack out from under his seat. He took off with his backpack to his own room without a word to his dad. Nothing unusual there. Gregory himself sat in the truck for a few moments before resigning himself to the west drawing room. He could fish a tarp out of the back rooms after he had a smoke. 

Jacob’s room was on the opposite end of the house. His parent’s room was just down the hall, not that his dad was in there much. These days, he slept on the couch in the drawing room. 

Jacob pulled open the door to his room and quickly shut it behind him. He was having difficulty holding onto his backpack. Yurt had given up on screaming and was now fighting for his life. Jacob wisely pointed the top of his backpack away and unzipped it. Yurt sprung out of the backpack like a jack in the box and fumbled onto the dull gray carpet that covered the center of the room. The teddy bear growled at Jacob before taking in his surroundings. 

It was a large playroom for a single child. The blue wallpaper that was starting to peel had cute little airplanes on it. He had two toy chests shoved against the wall next to a double door closet and a dresser. A metal-framed twin bed was shoved in the other corner to make the most of the floor space available for playing. 

Yurt was taken aback by how many toys there were. A squad of seven, foot-tall soldiers in traditional royal uniforms stood at the ready. In front of them was their foe, a large plastic dinosaur who was missing a few of its teeth. Behind them were at least two toy train tracks interwoven to make a figure eight. Their trains lay on their sides on the floor in front of each other where no doubt a staged crash took place. There was an older, dustier-looking bear leaning against one of the toy chests with a missing eye. A red and blue ball sat next to it. It was losing air and its bottom was flat against the floor. 

From the ceiling hung two model planes and a model blimp. Yurt stared up at them, mystified for a moment. 

When he pulled himself out of his stupor, he stood on his back paws again and began scolding, “I’ve never seen such a sorry collection! Look at all of this dust! Look at these walls! When was the last time you cleaned in here?!” 

Jacob wrinkled his nose, “Clean? Why would I do that?” 

Yurt put his paws behind his back and began a patrol around the room, commenting on the toys as he passed them. 

“These men here! They’re scuffed! The paint is gone here, here, and here! This one’s bayonet is missing its point! And this one—” Yurt pulled the front man back, “is in the wrong place! This soldier is clearly the superior!” 

Jacob glared, “No he’s not! I name the captain! I’m the commander!” 

“Well, you clearly aren’t cut out for management,” Yurt sniffed. 

He went to adjust his hat smartly only to remember it had been left behind. He was devastated. Jacob tilted his head and approached the bear. He poked Yurt’s jacket without consideration, knocking Yurt over.

“Ow!” 

“What are those medals for? Are you a soldier too?” Jacob asked. 

Yurt swatted Jacob’s hand away and pulled himself up, “I am no such thing! I am the ringleader of The Brassenlo Circus!” 

“So what are the medals for?” Jacob asked again. 

Yurt wrinkled his snout, “These are my ringleader medals!” 

“They don’t give ringleaders medals,” Jacob informed him. 

“Of course they do! Why else would I have these?” 

“That’s what I’m asking!” 

Yurt slapped his chest, “I am the leader so I have the medals!” 

“That’s not how the army works! You get medals for doing stuff! Dad told me all about it,” Jacob snorted. 

“I’ve already told you! I am a ringleader, not a soldier!”

Jacob shifted his weight to one leg and crossed his arms. He looked at the bear thoughtfully.

“You can’t be the commander….but…you can be colonel.” 

“Colonel?” Yurt’s ears twitched slightly, “What’s that?” 

“It means you’re not my boss, but you’re other people’s bosses.” 

Yurt pointed at the toy designated “captain” and asked, “Am I his boss?” 

Jacob rubbed his chin but didn’t spend too long mulling it over, “Sure.”

He didn’t want to start another argument. Discussing toys was far more agreeable to him. 

“Aha!” Yurt declared loudly. 

He turned away from Jacob and puffed out his chest. He addressed the squad that he was given fresh reign over. 

“I am Colonel Yurt! I am your superior! You must all do as I say!”

Jacob leaned forward and put his hands on Yurt’s shoulders, “Hey—you’re not just giving orders. You gotta lead them to victory.” 

“What?” 

Jacob went to the closed toy chest and threw it open. He fished out two other large dinosaur toys. One was a large raptor and the other was a stegosaurus. 

“You have to strategize. The enemy is bigger and stronger than you are,” Jacob placed the two new dinosaurs at the original’s side, given him a squad of his own. 

“Pish posh!” Yurt declared as he relieved one of the soldiers of their bayonet. 

He began thwacking the stegosaurus mercilessly with the plastic weapon. Jacob’s face scrunched up for a moment, frustrated with the bear’s refusal to play along. 

That frustration lasted but a moment as Jacob picked up the stegosaurus and rammed it into Yurt with a pretend growl.

Yurt was knocked onto his back, “What in the world?!” he exclaimed. 

Jacob grinned and fell upon the bear with the large hunk of plastic in hand, making sounds more appropriate for a lion than a stegosaurus. 

Yurt yelped and began to run. Jacob chased him around the room growling. If you cannot play soldiers, play monsters instead. Most children give easily away into play.  Despite his vocabulary and all of the things he thought he knew, Yurt was still an infant among his kind. 

Terror gave way to smug satisfaction. On all fours, Jacob could barely keep up and Yurt was able to slide under the bed. By the time Jacob knelt to grab him out from under there, Yurt had already escaped from the end. He was nimble and maneuvered the clutter of the room with ease, unlike Jacob who stumbled over most of his scattered toys. 

This time Yurt would not be outplayed by another underhanded trick. He would come to show Jacob that he had no hope of ever catching him without the use of treachery. 


On the other side of the house, Gregory was nursing a beer and feeling sorry for himself. The west drawing room was where he spent any of his free time. There were empty bottles and cans left on the floor at the edge of a couch. Bottles also decorated the coffee table and an office desk shoved into the corner of the room. 

The ashtray on that desk was overflowing with cigarette butts. It was a little early in the afternoon for a drink but after that abysmal morning, he allowed himself at least one. He wondered if they would allow him to call again as soon as tomorrow. He needed that money and fast. 

A payment was due on the sorry excuse for a truck he had been allowed to drive. He was supposed to get the garden started today. Remembering this, Gregory glanced out of the window on his right. 

The yard hadn’t been tended to in ages. The grass was tall and bramble was peeking over the window ledge and into the house. Was he still going to get that done today? Gregory sighed. The sooner the better. They needed to get some potatoes growing, maybe some peas. Growing their own food would take some of the weight off of his wallet. They would need to grow a lot. Jacob was a growing boy. He needed vegetables. 

They used to have vegetables. Not that he ever ate them. It was always a fight with Jacob when it came to dinner. They could no longer afford to be picky. 

It must have been nice, Gregory thought, to be his great-grandparents. Back when the family had money and they didn’t have to worry about things like feeding the children. Back when they could squander money on housing friends and guests for weeks at a time. Back when they had paid help to take care of the land. 

The land was one of the first things to go. The forest had reclaimed the surrounding acres back when Gregory himself was still a boy. He had been told the local government reclaimed the land not long before that. 

How was it, he wondered, his family come to lose their fortune? Was it bad investments? Careless spending? Did they really believe it was going to last forever? And why hadn’t they bothered to save even a little bit for the future generations?

The corner of Gregory’s mouth twitched. That was his parents. They saw the end coming and instead of taking matters into their own hands, they had put it all on his shoulders. 

He had been just a kid. He hadn’t understood what they meant, didn’t comprehend. As long as he got a job like everyone else, he would make money and everything would be all right. 

Right? 

Wrong. 

The worst mistake Gregory made was assuming he had a choice. He didn’t become a stock broker, didn’t make investments, never studied money or the art of making it. He wanted to be a soldier. 

That was the final sign to his parents that he was a lost cause. That the family was a lost cause. They moved on and left him and his son to rot in the remains of the Wilkins family home. 

Thinking about it caused a deep anger to start rising from the bottom of his chest. They couldn’t even be bothered to help their grandson. Gregory placed the bottle not so gently on the coffee table and pulled himself up off of the couch. He was too angry to sit still but too tired for any yard work. 

He turned his attention to his writing desk. He could write a story for Jacob’s bedtime. On the desk were several ruined pens, covered in their own ink. They must have been a cheap brand. They were always breaking on Gregory. 

Of course, it didn’t help that he dug the pens into the pages as hard as he could when scribbling out monsters for his story. It felt right doing it that way. It gave his drawings a scratchy appeal that he hoped masked the fact that he was a terrible artist. There were kids in Jacob’s class who could draw better. 

Jacob liked the drawings though. He said they were scary-looking and that make them cool. That was good enough for Gregory. When his mother was there, she kept Jacob away from anything scary, be it books, movies, or shows on TV. 

Well, she wasn’t there now. 


The war games kept the two busy for about two hours. Yurt decisively won the game when he discovered a hole in Jacob’s closet wall. It was too small for the boy to fit through but no trouble for a teddy bear to shove himself in. 

Once Yurt was in the wall, he scampered into the darkness to hide properly. Jacob got on his knees and stuck his hand in the wall. He felt around for Yurt but Yurt was cackling out of his reach. Jacob screamed when he heard his bedroom door come open suddenly and shot up. 

“Jacob? What are you doing?” 

Jacob poked his head out of his closet, “Playing!” 

“Why are you screaming?” Gregory asked. 

“You scared me!” Jacob replied. 

“Oh. Well, dinners ready.” 

“Coming!” Jacob called and hurried out of his room and into the hall with his dad. 

The very last thing he needed was for his dad to see or hear Yurt. He desperately hoped that Yurt would keep hidden, that he would assume they were still playing a game. There was no way Jacob could explain getting a high-end toy like that out of no where. 

Dinner turned out to be leftover beef and rice from last night. Jacob made a face and thought to complain, but he was seated directly across from a window. He could see that it was getting dark out. It was probably around seven o’clock now. He noted that the yard was still overgrown. That wasn’t a good sign.

If his dad wasn’t out in the yard, he was either napping or drinking. The doctor had told him to keep off of his leg until it was better, but Gregory stubbornly refused. Jacob didn’t know why anyone would be so eager to do chores, particularly if it hurt him to move too much. Was his dad that eager to go back to the battlefield? Jacob supposed it was more exciting than sitting at home all day.

Jacob wasn’t going to learn about the war for a few more years at his primary school but according to his grandfather, it had been waging for the better half of a century. 

Nostras made up the largest empire on the planet Thabit, second only to their own home—Kainglesh. Jacob never thought to ask why they were at war. It hadn’t been much of a reality until his dad decided to be a soldier. 

Thankfully, the war zone was well and away from their home. If it hadn’t been for Gregory, Jacob could have gone a while without ever even knowing about it. 

At first, he had been excited. His dad was going to be like the soldiers in his room. When he had said as much, Gregory had laughed and told Jacob those soldiers were outdated. He wasn’t going to be wearing a bright red coat out there. Jacob remembered that his mother had not been happy with Gregory’s decision at the time. His grandparents weren’t very happy either. Jacob had thought this was because they had been worried about his dad’s safety. 

It seemed silly at the time, but then again, his dad’s leg got really banged up. 

Gregory poked at his food almost shyly before saying, “I wrote you a story, Jacob.” 

Jacob perked up, “What’s it about?” he asked. 

“Bears,” Gregory mumbled. 

Jacob was taken slightly aback, “B…Bears?” 

“Yeah uh…it’s got three bears in it.” 

“Oh…” Jacob kicked his feet anxiously. 

He felt a dire need to go back to his room. Gregory misunderstood his son’s anxiety to be disinterest and wilted slightly. “You’ll like it…I promise—I mean, at least give it a shot.” 

Jacob was lost in his thoughts and did not reply. This discouraged Gregory a bit. With a sigh, he rose from the table to fetch a beer from the fridge. Jacob was pulled out of his thoughts when he noticed the bottle. He would have to find Yurt and soon. 


The inside of the walls were far less agreeable to Yurt once he realized how dusty it was. He took very careful steps, lamenting his poor paws. He didn’t want to come out the way he came in. He wasn’t going to give Jacob an easy win. 

Yurt found himself missing Mr. Boettcher more than ever. The astute caretaker had kept his store dusted regularly. Yurt had never even seen a spider before, nor a rat for that matter. When Yurt stumbled upon two large rats taking shelter in the walls, he had no idea what to make of them. He had heard the word “rat” before, but he had never seen the small furry triangles with beady eyes before. 

They froze in place when they noted him. Their apprehension rubbed off on Yurt and he found himself growing tense. His ears perked up and he lowered his head. 

“H….Hello? What are you?” he asked. 

The noses of the rats twitched, but other than, that they didn’t move an inch. 

“Do you live here too? Are you ‘toys’?” 

The rats did not reply. Yurt stepped towards them and lifted a paw to his mouth, “Hello? Can you hear me?” 

When he approached, the two rats took off. They moved faster than anything Yurt had seen before. 

“W…where did you go? Come back!” he yelped. 

It almost looked as if they entirely vanished into thin air. He had to find out what these mysterious furry beings were. He scuttled after them and further into the dark house. The space in the walls made for a narrow, dusty labyrinth. At the first intersection he found, he took a left and was rewarded by the sight of four scaly tails disappearing into the shadows. 

“Wait! Come back!” 

These things had about as much manners as the boy did. Yurt did not give up the chase. He ran the vermin down relentlessly. It wasn’t until they made a swift exit from the cramp world of the walls and into the wide open of the basement that he lost them. Yurt lost them in the time it took him to squeeze his cotton-filled hide through the rather small opening. 

Yurt quickly looked around for his quarry. There was no sign of them. He growled out a sigh before realizing he had come to a new place entirely. There was a small rectangular window high on the wall of the basement that was just above the ground. It was usually the only source of light down here but the sun had departed. The spacious and dusty room was abandoned to darkness now. 

The dark did not bother Yurt. His button eyes had a way of adjusting rather quickly and he could see in these shaded environments far better than the other peoples of this world. He pulled himself to his feet and began to explore. 

The floor in the basement was hard like in the antique shop but not nearly as smooth. A rushed concrete job. It was unpleasant to Yurt’s paws. There were four cabinets and two bookshelves shoved against the walls of the room. They were covered in plastic tarps to protect them from aging. A small pile of large cardboard boxes was also shoved against the walls. They contained the carefully wrapped contents of the cabinets. 

Yurt’s attention was caught by a table where the tarp had been brushed aside. It looked to the bear like a tent. He wandered towards it and found papers under the table, accompanied by a box of crayons and now stale crackers. 

“Ho ho!” 

He had found a hideout. The enemy’s secret base, he felt, without a doubt. There were a few crude drawings left behind by said enemy. Yurt twisted his head to view them right side up. These were like the paintings back at The Queen’s Silver and Antiques though a far cry from them in terms of quality. 

Most of the page was blank space littered with scribbles of what a very generous person might have called animals. Yurt snorted. One page was dedicated to rabbits hiding in tunnels. Something like a dog stood above ground and glared down at them. It was too big to fit in the tiny tunnels. Another page depicted a very large animal with pointed ears and sharp teeth. 

The animal’s form was long and ended on two long legs. Curled in a hole near it was a large, smiling oval with long ears. Another rabbit, Yurt guessed. The last page was dedicated to practicing the oval rabbits. At least Jacob had enough sense to recognize his shortcomings as an artist, Yurt thought smugly. 

I could do better myself!

With that thought, Yurt plopped down in front of the papers and took up a crayon. He had observed Mr. Boettcher signing papers a few times. He roughly knew how the pen and paper were meant to interact. This was, however, the first time he had ever put anything to paper himself. 

He found himself quickly frustrated when this drawing business turned out a lot harder than he assumed it would be. He couldn’t understand why his paws could not produce the images in his mind. They were clumsy and unpracticed. His attempts didn’t come close to Jacob’s doodles. 

His frustration built until he let out an unimpressive roar and tore the paper to pieces. With a defiant snort, he marched out of the secret base. He was going to find Jacob and demand that the boy tell him how this drawing business was supposed to work. 


Jacob had no luck in finding Yurt after dinner. He scoured his bedroom from top to bottom. The little bear had to be in the walls. He might have found one of Jacob’s hiding places. The boy smirked at the thought. Yurt would have to admit they were pretty clever. 

In the Wilkins’s horseshoe-shaped house, the walls were weak. Jacob had several little hideaways in the walls. One was in a dumbwaiter by the back door but that one was a bit too obvious. That, and he had gotten into big trouble when he was caught playing in it. His dad said it was too old to be screwing around with, which was a shame, because for a child it was a very tempting play thing. 

Jacob decided to check his other hideouts first. If his dad caught him near the dumbwaiter there would be hell to pay. Down the hall from Jacob’s room was a large vent grate. A tall side table had been put in front of it but it did nothing to shield the vent from a small child’s hands. 

The bolts that kept it in place had long since rusted. It wasn’t too difficult for Jacob to pull out the vent screen and crawl inside. Holding the vent screen up from the other side was a bit of a pain, so this place was low on Jacob’s list of good hiding places. He crouched under the table and began prying the vent face free. 

He paid special care not to damage the screws or their holes. Pulling the vent free, Jacob leaned forward and stuck his head in the dusty space. 

“Hello? Are you in there?” he whispered loudly.

He didn’t think he could be heard properly and climbed halfway into the vent.

“Bear!” he repeated. 

He listened for any movement in the vents. As far as he could tell, they were empty. Jacob meticulously replaced the vent face and moved on to another hiding spot. 

Further down the hall was a closet with double doors. This was where his dad kept towels and toilet paper. For a while, there was a pet carrier in there. Jacob had been told it belonged to his grandmother, but he had no memory of there ever being pets in the house. 

Somehow, the pet carrier had been forced into the side of the closet. The carrier was long gone now but the crater it left remained. Jacob often pulled a laundry basket in front of the hole when hiding here for double the coverage. He moved the laundry basket aside and poked his head into the wall. 

“Heeey! Bear! Are you in here? Can you hear me?” he called. 

He crawled into the hole and stood up in the space between the walls. He regretted it at once as he left his camper’s flashlight in his room. It was way too dark for him to venture much further in. 

“Beeeeeear!” 

Receiving no answer, Jacob quickly shuffled out of the hole. After closing both the closet doors, he turned his head back down the hallway and towards his room. Maybe the bear was still in his closet. He decided it would be best to check there before moving to the other side of the house. He wasn’t looking forward to having to duck his dad the whole time. 

It was a lucky guess. When Jacob opened his closet door, he caught the little bear peering out. 

“There you are!” he exclaimed. 

“You’re still here, I see,” Yurt sniffed. 

“Of course I’m still here, this is my room!” Jacob snorted. 

“Make yourself useful and pull my paw. I’m having—difficulties—getting back out.” Yurt demanded. 

Jacob snickered. He stooped over and pinched the paw reaching out at him. It was warm. 

“Shoot! We’re probably going to have to change your batteries soon,” Jacob noted. 

“You will change my nothing! I demand you get me out of here and you take me back to the shop where you found me!” 

Before Jacob could reply, a sound in his doorway caused him to shoot up. He clamped his hands over his mouth so as not to scream again. 

“Jacob? It’s time for bed. I…brought the story.” 

Without turning, Jacob leaned forward and shoved the rest of the bear back into the wall. 

“Hey!” 

“Be quiet!” Jacob hissed, “Don’t make a sound! Go hide until I come get you!” 

“Stop shoving!” Yurt snapped.

Jacob slammed his closet door shut and turned to his dad. Gregory was perplexed.

“What are you still in your closet for?” he asked. 

“I was looking for some socks.” Jacob replied innocently.

Gregory glanced down at his son’s feet, “You have socks.”

Jacob bent down and pulled one of his socks up. 

He held up the sock, “It’s dirty. The teacher says you need clean socks every day or you’ll get athlete’s foot.” 

Gregory frowned and stopped himself from asking what in the world an athlete’s foot was. There was no reason to demonstrate his lack of knowledge to his boy. It probably wasn’t important anyway. 

“It’s time to change anyway. Get in your pajamas.” 

Jacob didn’t want to keep Gregory any longer than could be helped. He hurried to his dressers and began fishing out his night clothes. His dad noted his obedience with a quiet nod of approval. He scampered to his bed and pounced on it. 

“What’s your hurry?” Gregory noted.

Jacob grinned mischievously and began bouncing up and down on his mattress.

“Ok, none of that! Settle down!” Gregory ordered. 

He sat down on the side of the bed and turned towards his son. He was holding up the loose sheets of paper he had penned the story on earlier. The front page had large inky shadows shaped like bears on it. There was a big bear and a small bear and they were looming over a girl with huge curls. Jacob made a face. He hated stories about princesses. His dad knew this. 

“It’s called The Bear Thief,” Gregory began. 

Jacob made a face he didn’t quite understand. Gregory shrugged and continued. He knew his son would like the story once he actually heard it. 

“Once upon a time, there was a precocious little girl. She had wandered away from home and into the woods all by her self.” 

There was a doodle of the girl with big hair plodding along thoughtlessly. 

“She found a house deep in the woods. Trying the door, she found that it had not been closed all of the way so she let herself in.” 

There was a drawing of the little girl fitting her fat head through the crack in the door. 

“Inside, she found a table with two bowls of porridge. One was very large and the other was very small. She climbed on top of the smallest stool and stood on it to try and reach the table and the small stool broke. She then climbed onto the big stool and from there, she ate all of the porridge without a single thought.” 

“She ate so much, she thought to have a nap. When she found the bed room, there was a giant bed and a small bed. On the small bed slept the baby bear.” 

Jacob clenched his blankets and leaned forward. His dad’s poor art eased his worries a bit. The baby bear on the bed looked more like a balloon animal than anything else. The girl with the fat head and obnoxious curls had grabbed the baby bear by the paws and was trying to pull it off the bed. 

“The little girl thought she would take the little bear for herself. Baby Bear kicked and screamed and soon, Papa Bear was back from the forest.” 

A massive inky shadow had appeared over the little girl and the baby bear. On the next page, it had brought its large paws down and shattered the little girl into pieces. 

“Papa Bear smashed the little girl and saved Baby Bear. The End.” 

Jacob leaned forward and took the last page from his dad’s hands. He grinned at his dad’s violent art. Curly haired princesses and fairy godmothers were such a bore. That’s why Jacob enjoyed his dad’s stories. He always ripped apart the boring things. His stories were full of inky monsters with big claws and teeth. 

“That will show that stupid girl!” 

Gregory chuckled a bit, “It sure will.” 

“She probably thought Baby Bear was a teddy or something.” 

Gregory shrugged, “Probably.”

He then beamed down at his son and pat him on the head. 

“You can keep that for now, just don’t lose it. Now lay down. It’s bed time.” 

Jacob leaned back in bed with the page still in hand. Gregory took it from him and put it on the nightstand before his son could protest. He kissed Jacob on the forehead. He turned off the bedroom light on his way out of the door. 

Jacob watched the door, wide-eyed. As soon as his room was empty, he could hear loud scratching from the closet. He pulled open the door. Despite the darkness in his room, he could make out movement where Yurt was still trying to force himself through the hole. 

“You certainly took your time! Where were you!?” Yurt demanded. 

“I don’t need my dad seeing you. Not—not yet. A talking toy is gonna throw him for a loop,” Jacob said quickly. 

“I am NOT a toy, I am an ANTIQUE! I have told you this!” 

“Antiques are for old people. No one makes an antique teddy bear,” Jacob scoffed. 

“That’s just a thing a good-for-nothing whippersnapper would say!” Yurt replied, remembering Mr. Boettcher suddenly. 

A frown deepened in his little muzzle. Where did Mr. Boettcher go? Jacob grabbed Yurt’s side and jerked him through the hole. Yurt cried out as the jagged edges cut into his fur. He battered Jacob’s face with his paws in anger.

“Stupid! Stupid! Stupid boy! That hurt!” 

“No, it didn’t. You
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